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Abstract 
Our research is attempting to explore the issue of the ecosystemic approach in counselling and psychotherapy in the context of a 
special education setting. Our hypothesis is that the recognition of the emotional needs of parents and children with special 
educational needs through a whole ecosystemic approach which is based on a good therapeutic relationship can cause a beneficial 
therapeutic outcome. Our research tried to explore how each member of the family unit experienced and reacted to stressful and 
anxiety provoking situations.  Parents’ attitudes towards their handicapped child, like acceptance or rejection were also studied. 
We planned a therapeutic intervention which was based on the ecosystemic approach.  
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1. Introduction  
Existing findings from various studies and approaches show an increasing number of learning, emotional, and 
behavioral problems in children and adolescents, affecting their school and social adjustment (Carr, 1999; Marcotte, 
2000; Mash & Wolfe, 2001; WHO, 2001). If not adequately treated these difficulties may increase the probability of 
more serious psychosocial and psychiatric problems in the future (Kazdin, 2000; Kaufmann, 2001).  
The need for comprehensive and holistic treatment supported by research and based on new conceptions of 
social-emotional and academic problems in childhood and adolescence is raised by many authors (Adelman & 
Taylor, 1998; Dryfoos, 1994; Kaufmann, 2001; Kazdin, 2000). School is viewed as an ideal site to base mental 
health programs and interventions for students in need in a way that differs from classical psychiatric services for 
adults (Dryfoos, 1994; Weare, 2000). Holistic and systemic approaches in school-based interventions for children 
and adolescents have been lately recognized as very promising (Weare, 2005; Weare & Gray, 2003). Children’s 
problems are now seen in a more transactional and ecological perspective (Fraser, 2004; Munger et al. 1998; 
Sameroff, 2000). 
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Theoretical basis of the ecosystemic approach derive from general system theory and the work of Gregory 
Bateson (1972; 1979) in the area of epistemology and psychiatry. Another major source is found in the field of the 
integrated (individual and family) interventions (Goldenthal, 2005; Dishion & Stormshak, 2006; Wachtel & 
Wachtel, 1986). Additionally, new models of ecosystemic approaches have been proposed in order to better 
conceive the developmental outcomes of children and families at risk (Bromwich, 1997; Maital & Scher, 2003). The 
risk-protective factors approach (Sameroff & Gutmann, 2004) as well as the dynamic-systems, the transactional and 
the resilience theories (Werner, 2000; Sameroff & Fiese, 2000) also brought significant changes in the way research 
and intervention in childhood and adolescence for a variety of problems and disorders should be designed (Fraser, 
2004; Sameroff, 2000). 
For instance, an indicative example of an evidence based intervention is the multisystemic model of Henggeler 
and colleagues (Henggeler et al., 1998) which focuses on working with antisocial youths, their families and their 
proximal school and social environment, a model which has been proved to be very efficacious. 
Many individually-delivered interventions have strong empirical support under experimental control-trial 
conditions, but very often little ecological validity (reduced positive effects in real clinical-social situations). Besides 
the strength effects has not increased in decades and intervention efficacy appears to have reached a plateau (Merrel, 
2001). Contextually oriented interventions based upon a more detailed analysis of environmental and individual risk 
factors and upon an interactional approach have gained ground in the field of child psychopathology and special 
education (Bromwich, 1997; Carr, 1999; Fraser et al., 2004; Munger et al. 1998). 
Contextual factors that might affect children’s social-emotional functioning and development include parental 
psychopathology and dysfunctions, family relations and family structure, neighborhood, teachers’, peers’ attitudes, 
and school inclusive and preventive policy (Zipper & Simeonsson, 2004). Each of these components can contribute 
a substantial amount of the variance to outcome (Carr, 1999; Garbarino & Ganzel, 2000; Kaufmann, 2001). It is 
widely suggested that individual treatment must be framed in developmental and contextual terms, because children 
and adolescents vary tremendously as a function of context and development, namely, in social skills, cognitive 
capabilities, social expectations, role in the family, inherent and environmental resources (Carr, 1999; Greenspan, 
1999; Maital & Scher, 2003). Inherent individual deficits of school-age children seriously increase the risk for 
social-emotional and school maladjustment due to marginalizing school practices, lack of family support, and lack 
of adequate professional help (Zipper & Simeonsson, 2004). 
In recent years some family therapists and educators have begun to focus specifically on children and young 
persons who exhibit behavioral-emotional problems in school, seeing such problems as symptomatic of dysfunctions 
in the family system, dysfunctions in the school system, or dysfunctions in the family school relationship system 
(Campion, 1985; Kourkoutas, 2008a; Maital & Scher, 2003; Pianta, 1999). Most recent research evidence has 
showed the importance of teacher involvement in the treatment plan as well as the efficacy of the use of ecosystemic 
resilient techniques by teachers as a means of tackling behavioral and emotional problems within school and 
classroom context (Kourkoutas, 2008a; Marzano & Marzano, 2003; Miller, 2003; Molnar, 1989; Salend, 2004; 
Sutherland & Oswald, 2005). Supporting and coaching teachers who are facing serious difficulties while dealing 
with “troubled” or “challenging” students constitutes another important dimension of an ecosystemic 
psychodynamic approach (Kourkoutas, 2008a; Monsen & Graham, 2002).  
In addition a number of key concepts are essential to the ecosystemic approach.  
1. Emotional-Behavioral problems do not derived solely from the individual who demonstrate the difficulties but 
also from the interaction between people.  
2. Contrary with previous theories which offer interpretations with linear behavioral patterns ecosystemic 
approach uses circular interpretation patterns. 
3. Positive change to a part of a system can cause change to the whole system.  
4. Intervention strategies must include all participating parties (children, family, and teachers) 
5. Individual treatment is not neglected, but is integrated in a family-systemic perspective  
Lack of parental support, ineffective teachers, imbalance between rewards and punishment, negative teacher and 
school responses to children’s difficulties and dysfunctions are all considered as factors for children’s emotional 
problems in schools (Bloomquist & Schnell, 2004; Campbell, 2002; Kourkoutas, 2007).  
As for the individual work, psychodynamic theory stressing the importance of children’s emotions and attachments 
as organizers of the behavioral and relational patterns and the need for trustful and supportive relations between 
children and professional’s is also part of our theoretical background (Emde & Robinson, 2000). Additionally, this 
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approach emphasizes the use of various techniques in order to facilitate the expression and verbalization of 
children’s ambivalent, negative and conflicting emotions seen as source of anxiety and other psychological and 
behavioral dysfunctions (Chetik, 2001). Offering a trustful and supportive relationship to the child and a space to 
express him/her self is one of the key components of the work with children at individual level (Heller, 2000; 
Kourkoutas, 2008b).  In addition, professionals aim at interrupting the vicious cycle of respective rejections and 
negative reactions as well as of emotional inhibitions and interpersonal and school failures of “vulnerable” or 
“problematic” students, by the use of a series of alternatives techniques and by counseling and supporting classroom 
teacher.  
2. Case Study 
Thought generalization and reliability of the conclusions is considered limited, the case study research method 
allows getting a better insight by exploring and describing in depth various parameters, aspects, mechanisms and 
procedures of the phenomenon under consideration (Sabornie, 2004). 
Marc2 is 10 years old and in the past he has been diagnosed with severe emotional difficulties. He comes across as 
a child with untidy appearance. When he came for diagnosis he reported physical and verbal abuse by father.  Marc 
presents himself as quite apprehensive in school, frequently inventing attention seeking behaviours. Marc 
personality characteristics are as follows.  
x Acute anxiety-fear-nails eating  
• Anger-rage explosions 
• Tendency to withdraw-crying 
• Upset sleeping patterns 
• Hyperactive attention deficit syndrome  
• Low self esteem-guilt-shame 
• Low performance in school 
Father himself had painful-traumatic experiences in childhood as he was victim of abuse by his own parents. In 
that sense there was a repetition of the abuse with the defence mechanism “identification with the aggressor” 
Father’s personality characteristics are as follows.  
• Free floating hostility-aggressiveness due to internal conflicts 
• Disturbed interpersonal relationships 
• Inadequate parent role 
• Denial to accept child difficulties and special needs 
• Projection of negative characteristics on the child which is becoming the “scapegoat”  
• Disturbed perception of the child (irrational expectations-reversed roles)  
• Irrational fear that child is spoilt-belief in punishment 
• Rigid, compulsive personality 
• Lack of warmth and flexibility 
Mother reported physical and verbal abuse by partner however she was unable to express feelings of sadness or 
anger about family experiences through the sessions. She exhibits emotional detachment, total absent of any 
feelings, which is typical of the post-traumatic stress disorder. She passively re-experiences the rejection and 
humiliation that she experienced as a daughter, through her deprived child. Mother’s personality characteristics are 
as follows.  
• Low self esteem  
• Feelings of inadequacy in coping with mother role 
• Self blame 
• Dependency need 
• Lack of caring from her own mother 
• Lack of support from husband and social network 
• Anxiety, guilt and reduced self esteem can harm her fragile narcissistic equilibrium 
 
2 In the following case study name of child has been changed to protect his identity (B.A.C. P. 1992). 
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• Difficulty in search for leisure activities 
• Social isolation and struggle for social support 
• Passivity-Dependency 
Teachers in school felt powerless to contain child anxieties. General characteristics of school teachers were as 
follows:  
• Unable to recognize child depression-anxiety 
• Unable to contain child painful feelings 
• Lack of proper handling of child rage and explosions 
• Lack of expressive activities-play therapy 
• Lack of therapeutic intervention for emotional difficulties  
• Lack of proper communication with parents 
We are trying to create a relationship (Clarcson,2003) with all participating parties (child, parents, school 
teachers) with  main characteristic the acceptance and trust (Rogers, 1961) 
The nature of the relationship has been described and analyzed by Petruska Claskson (2003) in five different levels.  
     1. The working alliance  
2. The transference/counter-transference   relationship  
3. The reparative/developmentally needed relationship  
4. The person-to-person relationship is the dialogic relationship or core relationship 
     5. The transpersonal relationship as timeless facet of the psychotherapeutic relationship 
An appropriate ecosystemic intervention in our case study would have to take consideration of the need of Marc 
and his parents and the school teachers to be involved and work in a collaborative relationship. The first stage is to 
develop an intervention strategy with all participants party included. That needs an active participation of child 
behavior in school setting and to involve all parties in the development of a solution. Such consultations may result 
in the adjustment of systemic structure negotiating attachment issues of child and parents. In our case study for 
example it might be suggested that home-based relationship between father and mother lacked warmth. Boy’s poor 
school performance and failure to complete class work and homework provided parents with a distraction form their 
marital problems. As a result parents colluded with their son and his refusal to complete work and became hostile   
toward the school, suggesting that school staff were unsympathetic and place too much pressure on their son. The 
school’s response was defensive. The staff developed an unsympathetic attitude toward the boy, because they see his 
problems as self-induced. Parents-school meetings were therefore, characterized by severe conflict.  Eventually we 
planned and intervention  which was based on the boy’s need for containment of his feelings, parents need for active 
involvement with one another, and the school staff’s need to be acknowledged as being professionally competent.  
We suggested that there was insufficient containment (Casement 1985) of child feelings unhealthy attachment 
(Bowlby, 1969) together with lack of cooperation of school with family, with each party attempting to dominate the 
other. This cooperative agreement between the school and parents led to a much improved home-school relationship 
and a greater willingness by parents to receive expert help with their son’s emotional difficulties.  
 
3. Results 
Through our research we recognized that reflexivity (Kolb, 1984) helps to create ‘feasible’ solutions. By examining 
our own responses and judgments of a situation, we can begin to asses our own role in creating and/or sustaining 
that situation. The reflexive element in the ecosystemic approach, in its requirements for teachers to scrutinize their 
own perceptions and justifications, is a vital element in the facilitation process. 
Each family member participated in psychodynamic counseling for 18 sessions through the school year. At the end 
of the counseling work, mother managed to:   
• Increase her mother’s self esteem 
• Creating feelings of adequate mother role 
• Reduce of self-blame and extreme dependency needs 
• Achievement of insight about repeating patterns of behaviours (lack of care from her own parents was 
transferred to her husband) 
• End of victimization   
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• Emotional arousal of repressed feelings and experiences of their traumatic nature 
• Expression of feelings of anger and sadness  
• Reduce of anxiety and guilt 
• Increase of self esteem-Empowered Ego 
• Searching for job and for pleasurable activities 
• Increase of socialization and independency 
Father managed to:  
• Reduce the  hostility-aggressiveness towards the child 
• Improve his interpersonal relationships 
• Review his parent role 
• Accept child difficulties and special needs 
• Form realistic expectations of the child  
• Be able to work on reward-punishment pattern 
• Establish a more tolerant attitude pattern 
• Create more warmth and flexible atmosphere for the whole family 
Child managed to: 
x Reduce Acute anxiety and nails eating  
• Eliminate Anger-rage explosions 
• Be more sociable and reduce tendency to withdraw-crying 
• Improve sleeping patterns 
• Reduce Hyperactive attention deficit syndrome symptoms 
• Increase self esteem 
• Improve performance in school 
Sessions with school staff helped so as to:   
x Educate teachers in handling child’s emotional difficulties 
x Create a collaborative relationship with the family  
x Recognize child depression-anxiety symptoms 
x Contain child painful feelings 
x Handle appropriately child’s rage and explosions 
x Create expressive activities-play therapy 
x Apply specific therapeutic intervention for emotional difficulties  
Major factor which contributed to the successful adjustment of the child in school was the establishment of a 
therapeutic relationship (Clarcson, 2003) to all participant parties (parents, teachers) which was based on acceptance 
(Rogers, 1961) and trust and that became the ‘vehicle’ of empowerment of child, teachers but also family Ego. The 
therapeutic relationship operated as the ‘internal space’ (Winnicot, 1967) where a process of mourning took place. 
Parents are now able to express their deepest feelings about their child and themselves (guilt, sadness, anger) and 
that can help them to achieve a new insight  and to have a more fully acceptance of their child difficulties. Teachers 
are also capable of handling child emotional difficulties.  
Current research also suggests that it is useful to reflect on the necessity of a more experiential education in 
teachers as a post-modern approach contrary to the traditional scientific approach.  Also that effective ecosystem 
approach is not just adding plain skills and academic knowledge but the total of many factors which form an 
interactional pattern.  
An ecosystemic approach, therefore is far more than a strategy for handling emotional difficulties in schools, it 
is a tool that can be used to enhance teachers’ understanding of the interactional processes in which they participate 
daily and which are the core of the educational experience. 
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